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OPERATIONS OF THE 2ND BATTALION 509TH PARACHUTE INFANTRY
IN NORTH AFRICA, 8 NOVENBER 1942 - FEBRUARY 1943
ALGERTA - FRENCH MOROCCQO AND TUNISIAN CAMPAIGNS

(Personal Experience of a Platoon Leader)

INTRODUCTION TO THE UNIT

The first parachute mission in the history of the
United States Army was assigned to the 2nd Battalion 503rd
Parachute Infantry* to be accomplished on 8 November 1942.

In ordér to familiarize the reader, very briefly, with
the background of the unit concerned in this monograph, it
will be necessary to begin with the daterthe unit first lgnded.
inlEngland from the United States.

Having landed in England on the 11 June 1942, the battalion
was one of the first Ameriéan combét units to appear in the
European Theater of Operations during world War II. (1)

Since the Theater Headquarters and supply bases‘were in the
early planning stages, the unit was placed under a British
Airborne Division commended by Mejor General F.A.M. Browning;

D80, for subsistence sasnd operations and training. The training

(1) B-3, p. 16.

*The 2nd Battalion 503rd Parachute Infantry was redesignated
a3 the zZnd Battalion 509th Parachute Infantry shortly after
the invasion of Northwest Africa. The change was in name
only; personnel assignments were not altered. The 2nd Bat-
talion was later changed to the lst Battalion. Thers was
only one activated battalion in the 509th Parachute Infantry
during World War II. Captain Hugh DeLurry, 01283038, who

was captured after a jump with the battalion behind the German
lines at Salerno, Italy, was taken to an interrogation center
in Frenkfurt, Germany. Captain De Lurry was subjected to
considerable torture in the hands f the enemy interrogators
because he refused to answer one guestion that seemed rather
important to the Germans and one that had them puzzled. The
guestion was, "What happened to the 503rd Paraschute Battalion
that landed in England in June 1942." (Personal statement

of Captain DeLurry).



included valuable lessons learned by the British in the
Bruneval. raid (2) and also a course in the British

- Commando School near Ilfracombe. During this phase of
training, certain elements of the battalion were briefed
and held in readiness for the Dieppe raid. . Later changes
in the plens cancelled the paratroop participation. ({3)
if which

later turned out to be the participation in the invasion of

The Battslion Commander was given a mission

North West Africa, sabout s;x wgeks before "D"-Day. Complete
details on all phases of thexoperation were given‘to the
':Battélion staff, then .to the Company Commanders, platoon
leaderé, non-coms and privates respectively. Every man in
the unit knew everﬁ last minute detail of the operation
except the qountry_in which it was to take place--some be-

lieved it would be Norway. The complete situation of the

actual mission to be accomplished was set uﬁ on similar
terrain in England and every man in the battalion rehearsed
so thoroughly and often, that each could have played his role-
blindfolded. (4)
POLITICAL ANALYSIS ..

The occupation of North Africea weas important to tpé "J?4.U
Alljed Force for a ngmbar of reasons: (1) It wﬁuld open ths
Mediterranean Sea and facilitate Alliéd global operationé.

(2) it would remove the threat of German activities in

(2) B-3, P. 18; (3) B-5, p. 1;(4) B-3 Ch.4, B-8, p-l-2‘.



Western Morocco and {3) at Dakar it would‘édd to” the security
of the Allied position while building up the necessary strength
for further operations. (4) A setting woul&:be broviaed for
the reorganization of the-French Army for the ultimate return
to the homeland.. (5) The conguest of North Africa would
produce a tremendous psychological effect. '(5) |

The Germans did not occupy‘the whole of France, Aigeriﬁ
and French Moroccb upon the Armistice of l9ab, because they
did not wish tbvtie up‘troops@needed éléewhére; with garrisoh.j
duties. They hoped for complete collasboration from Vichy.
For two and one-half years the Germans kept believing that
complete_collaboratipn could sooh be effected'and conséqﬁently
Loccupation was substituted for by Fifth Column activities.
- It is believed the Germens failed to anticipate the Alljed
invasion of North Africa due to being deceived by their own
-‘propaganda on the success of their U-boat cémpaign. They
‘believed the necessary shipping was not available to the
Allies. (6) |

The remark has often been made thet had the Allies
invaded Tunis and Bizerte, the War in North Africa would
have been greatly shortened. The reason the-contiﬁent was
invaded at Casablanca, Oran and Algiers can best be explained
by the lessons learned from previous operations in Norway.
It was learned that a smsall landing-party on hostile territory
in the face'of enemy ai; superiority could not be maintained.

Tunis and Bizerte were known to be powerful foriresses. A

(5) B-2, p. 18; (6) B-4,; p. 78-79
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landing party would probably have been expelled by enemy
alrborne forces from nearﬁy Sicily, or by a hostile French
force before the mein forces could be put ashore. If serious
French resistance had materialized, the maintaining and
guarding of a large number of widely spaced landing points
would have exposed the whole Allied force to the risk of
dgtailed defeat. The Straits of Gibraltar would have been

a very slim assurance of a supply route if French opposition

had developed and the German occupation of Spain accomplished.

(7)
THE FIRST MISSION

As the uncertain political situation indiocates, the
Allies could not accurately decide whether or not to expect
resistance from the French Forces in Northwest Africa. Two
plans were prepared; "war" and WPeaceﬁ. For all planning and
training pur?oses; the unit commender adopted the "War" plan.
(8) The battalion was to become a part of the Center Task. '
Force commanded by Major General Lloyd R. Fredendall. The
missioné of thé Center Task Force, &8s assigned by the Chief
of Allied Forces (Lt Gen Eisenhower). were briefly as follows:
(1) to occupy the part of Oren and adjacent airfield; (2)
establish and maintain communications with the Western Task
‘Force at Casablarca and mutually build up air and ground
striking forces ready to contain Spanish Morocco if necessary,;
and (3) establish and maintain communicationé between Oran

and Orlsansville. (9)

{7) B~-4, p.81-82; (8) B-7, p.1-2; (9) B-6, p.6k

-
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Under the "War" plan, the Parachute Battaiion was given
the mission of capturing the LaSenis and Tarafoui Airpofts
a few miles inland from Oran. Take;off time from the designated
airports in England would be at such time as to enable the
parachutists to descend on the objective at 01b0 hours, 8
November 1942. If the "peace™ plan was in force, the take-
off time would be at such time as to enable the unit to land
by plane on the‘airport at 0530 (daylight) on the same date.
{10) The distance to be flown by the paraéhutists before
the mission could.be accomplished was approximately 1500
miles. (il)

Every officer and enlisted man was fully aware that the
mission assigﬁed wes going to be & difficult one to accom-
plish.In addition to being the first operstion of its kind
in the history of the Army, the distance iﬁvolved, aﬁd the
unstable political situation made éhe-operation extrenely
complex. There wére no training msnuals or historical accounts
published that could be used for reference. Everyone was
conscious of the fact that army historf was being written
and that the principles of airborne warfare, to be used in
many subsequent operations, would be laid down. The first
example had to be set on the methods of employment of air-
borae‘troops and an important mission was to be accomplished.
(12) |

‘In moving the baﬁtalion from the base camp @o the
marshalling area, every possible caption was taken to maintain
secrecy. All patchas; badges, and other equipment that could

be used to identify a unit as parachutists was put under cover.

(10) B-7, p. 1-2; (11) B-2, p. 20; (12) Personal
b
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Security rulés were so stricet that the men werq not even
allowed to ciscuss any military subject outside of the train-
ing area. A scheme was used to prevent even fhe civilian
population in the immediate area of the base camp from knowing
when the battalion departed. A small group of rifle elemgnts
that had joined the battalion in August 1942 were left in the
area with instructions to let themselves be seen by the local -
people during the immediate following dajs. The move was so
cleverly handled, that very few of the civilian inhabitants

in the area ever got suspicious. (134)

The entire battalion was secretly assembled on the air-
dromes of St Eual end Prelernmack located on iands End in
England. The troops and all equipment were'loaded on 39
C-47 transport aireraft of the 60th Troop Carrier Group. (13)
The troops very teﬁsely waited for a very lmportant signal
from Gibraltar. If the words "Advance Alexis" were not
radioed by 1630,-7 November, Africa would be entered in peace.
- The time ceme and passed away without word from Gibralitar.
Everyons gave & big sigh of relief; the "peace plen" was in
effect. A hearty welcome was viéioned at LaSen;a and Tarafoai.
Thoughts were directed toward a mission at Tunis or perhaps
Bone. (14) .

The take-off began at 2130 and by 2200 all aircraft
were headed toward Africa. Soon gfter take-off, a8 heavy fog

was encountered. The formation began to breek up in order

(13) B‘?: P; 2; (lBA) B-89 P'2: B’S: P-l; (14) B'B: P'Bo
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to avoid mid-air clashes. The troops had-a hearty meal and
later settled down end slept. By dawn the next morning the
formation was so scattered that the largest single group of
-planes consisted of six aireraft,. Over half the planes did
not know their position and several of the others could only
give &an approximation of théir location. Only eleven out of
the 39 airplanes flew directly to their objective. Three
planes landed in Spanish Morocco, due to the shortage of fuel,
and the personnel were enterned; (144A) one landed in
Gibraltar due to engine trouble, two landed on LaSenia Air-
port and the personnel :mprisoned; one southeastldf Oran and
the remainder landed in the Sebkra, & dry lake bed about
thirty miles west of Terafowl. - The £irst planes to reach the.
vicinity of the objective noted that the airport was béing
bombed and were met with AA fire; other planes were fired at
by French fighters. The personnel in all aircraft were soon
aware that something had gone wrong in the plams. All planes
in the vicinity proceeded to land in the Sebkra due to the
acute shortage of fuel. (15)

Colonel Raff, the Battalion Commander, came over the
Sebkra leading a group of five aircraft. The perscnnel could
be séen abandoning the landed planes below. The pilot of the
Colonel's‘plane received & timely radio message to the effect
that the planes and troops were'being fired upon by an armored

column from & nearby road. The Colonel could see a motorized

(144) Personal Statement of Capt Fred E. Perry and Capt Hugh
DeLurry, 01283038; (15) B-7, p. 3.
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column from his position in the ?lane. He immediately located

a drop'zong and summoned the personnel in the five aircraft to
Jump and attéck the column. Oﬁ the ground, the “chutists"
sneaked upon the coiumn to discover that all vehicles bore
a large white star on the side. They were a part of an
American Armored Column that had broken through at Oran in
the early morning. ({16)

In the absence of further instructions it was decided
- that the battalion would move to the south side of the
Sebkra and from there, advance on to the airfields by foot
to assist in the capture; The march across the lake bed was
oné of the toughest marches ever made by the men in the bat-

talion. The semi-desert heat, the sticky mud, the fatigue-

ing plane ride from England and the winter clothing with
heavy underwear werelnot favorable factors to long, hard.
marching. The battalion hﬁd become so efficient in training
marches that twenty-five miles in eight hours could be stepped
off with ease. In spite of this record, the march across the
Sebkra was too much for a great many men. Most of the heavy
clothing was shedded; some heavy equipment wes abandoned.

_The south siﬁe-of the lake was reached about noon. Later
on in the afternoon a radio operator picked up a message from
Lt Col Johnny Walker, who was in cdmmand of an armored unit.
The message stated that the %&fﬂfo&iﬂéirfield was already

under Asrerican control. If was recusested that some men be

(16) B-3, p. 35-39
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sent as quickly eas possible to gﬁard the prisoners.

It was decided that Company "E" would be loaded on three
plenes and flown to the airdrome. By pooling all available
fuel, three‘aifplanes were about all that -could be put into
the air. About ten minutes after take off the three C-47's
were Jjumped By four D@wuitineJSZO's, a crafty little French
fighter that mounted = 20-mﬁ cannon and four small caliber
machine guns. All three transports were severely sprayed
and were fo:ced to crash land in the desert. The company
_sufféred a loss of ebout twenty casualties. The remainder
of the cowpany 1ncluding many who were badly wounded completed
the trek om foot to T&refoui. (17) The. men had seen their
first blood and were now riled and ready‘for action. A few
of the wounded became t0o weak, from the loss of blood, to
continue to-march and had to be carried by those who were
able. (18) When thé drob zone near the éaéb#aﬁi airfield
was examined, it was discovered that it was entirely covered
by artilleryraﬁd sutomatic fire. It is generally believed
that the enemy knew what was coming. {(184)

TUNISIA

As soon as the operations around Algliers, Oran, and
Casablanca weré completed it was decided'by the Allied Force
Commander. to press rapidly omn Tunisia. It was known that an

exéellent éirfield was located near the Tunisian border at

Youks les Bains. Another field of lesser importance was located

(17) B-3, p. 40-42; (18) Personal; (18A) B-3, p. 46

11
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at nearby Tebessa. Both airdromes were approximately 400
 miles beyond the farthest advance of any American force in
tﬁe direction of Tunisia. The next mission for the 509th
Battalion was to seize and hold the Tebessa airfield to deny
its use to the enemy. (19) |
The plans for the neﬁ mission were very different go
those made for the mission at Oran. All the plans made for
the seizure of tihe inportant airdrome can practically be
summed up in one sentence stated by the Commanding Officer.
"Be loaded on your planes by dawn and follow ms."™ (20)
As stated before, the orders issued by General Anderson,
Commanding General of the British_First Army, then charged
with ground operations in Tunisia, stated that the Tebessa
airdrome would be seized. There was only one map of the
general area available in Army Headquarters at the time.
" When the parachute battalion commander returned to the unit

whi ch had moved up to the Maison Blanch.Airdrome near Algliers,

a slight change was made. From & conversation with two French-
men, who were familiar with the area around Tebessa, it was
learned thset a lérger and much more important airfield was
located near Youks les Bains. The Battalion Commander. pro-
duced an old PFrench flying map and asked the Frenchmen to

mark the location of the Youks Airfield. The Frenchmen drew
-a small square on the side of the Comstantine-Tebessa road.

This small syuare represented the sole information available

A

(19) B-7, p- 4, B-3, p- 53; (20) Personal and B-7, p.k
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tc the Battalion Comrander, the pilots, and the Jjump masters
in locating the DZ for the objective. The First Army
Commander agreed that beoth airdromes must be denied for use

by the Axis upon receiving the information of the location of
the Youks Airfield. (21) |

At 0800 hours on the 15th of November 1942, 33 C-47
_transports took off from the Maison Blanche Airdrome with the
very much understrength battalion. No one knew what to expect.
It was known to be very possible that German parachutists could
be defending the sirfield; if not Germans, the French would
certainly be there--whether they would be hostile or friendly

was another question. The altitude of the airfield was believed

to be approximately 3000 feet--an altitude at which the air is
too thin to retard the rapid descent of parachutists. No
assembly areass were selacted. Noti even a weather report was
available. The men were simply told not to fire unless fired
upon as the planes roared on toward the objective. Six fighter
aircraft were dispatched as escort for the trénsﬁorts.-

| As a matter of luck the pilots did fiud the objective.
As the troops left the door of the plene they could see a strong
net work of trenches occupied by men manning weapons on the
ground below. The chutists silently floated down and landed

on the open flat airfield where the guns of a French Battealion
supported by 75-MM artillery covered every square foot. No

fire was delivered by either side, and in a short time, two

very important airfields were secured and the confidence of a
(21) B-3, p. 53-54.

13



relatively powerful force of French troops won for the
allies. (22)

Un the'ground, the sirborne troops began to play the
gerxe role as any other light infantry unit; the term "light
infantry” is used because parachute troops cannot carry the
supplies and equipment that a standard infantry unit can
carry. Very little supporting fires are aveilable to
parachutists while engaged in parachute missions. The para-
chute battalion had landed some 450 miles forward of friendly
troops and supply‘bases; in terrain about which very little
was known. The location or disposition of the enemy was
unknown. Such luxuries as blankets, hot food, .changes of
clothing and transportation were not available. (23) The
battalion was set up on defensive positions around the air-
field._ The only Germans encountered during the first few;
days was & lone Junkers 88 bomber that circled the Tebessa
Field at ebout 1000 feet. The field was then defended by
Co:pany "E". The small arms of the company brought the plane
down. A few days later all parachutists except Company "E"
were sent back to Algiers. The enemy was finelly-encountered
in several shar§ clashes by Company "E" and other smali units
that were brought up from Algiers. In order to understand the
small unit actions to be discussed, it is necessary to under—

stand the terrein in Southern Tunisie and the enemy situaticn

in general;
{22) B~7, p. 4; {23} Personal

lhe
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The strategic plan of squeezing the German Armies
out of Africa was working out ahead of schedule. The ex-
pedition that landed in Casablanca and the British Eight"

Arsy which started from Alémein were to gradually work toward
each other and annihilate the Germen Armies in between.(25)
Small Germen detachments were encountered in Southern Tunisia
as early éé 21 Noveﬁber 1943. It was not determinéd whether or
not these detachments were forward reconnaissaﬁce troops of
Rommels Africa Corps.

Tunisie is divided in half by a high mountain-ridge which
runs southward from Pont I Fahs for some 150 miles to Meknassy
and then southwest for & further 50 miles to Where, about 20
miles south of El Guettar,'it joins the line of'great'Chétts
or salt lakes. There are only. four main road paéses through
the mountain-fidge. They are located at E1 Guettar, Maknassy,
Faid and Fondouk. The mountain range forms a natural defensive
barrier.against any attacker from the east and the lakes form
a barrier to any southern approach. East of the mountain lies
the Coastel Plain which is relatively open and flat except

for a féw oasis and olive orchayds. This is the area open to
Germanrforces. To the west of the mountain.range are the
'ﬁigh plains with sorewhat less cover and vegetation. The
American forces were free toroperate in the area west of the
mountains. (26)

The French forces scattered throughout Southérn Tunisia
had very érude fors of material and equipﬁent. Army vehicles
were all types of worn out civilien, army and confiscated cars

4

and trucks. The communication consisted mainly of telephone

(25) B-10, p. 114; (26) B-1, =p. 2
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wire between the major towns in the area. A Frsnch
Intelligeﬁce Agent was located in almost every town. (27}
GAFSA |
On 21 November 1942 it was reported hy the French
intelligence source that an enemy force was advancing toward

Gafsa, which was about 100 miles from Youks Les Bains. (28)

One platoon of Company "D" had previously entered Gafsa and

had detonated 70,000 gallons of high Octane gasoline which
belonéed %o the French. Intelligence reports indicated‘that
a strong enemy column was approaching Gafsa. The very much
nee@ed fuel was destroyed in order to deny its use to the
enemy. The platoon had withdrawn from Gafsa with the opinion
that the city.was shbrtly'to be occupied by strong enemy
forces.

Goionel Raff, the parachute Béttalion Commander, was
authoritative and aggressive. To let an enémw Torce, Stroﬁg
or weak, sit in Gafsa without at least being disturbed, was
not to his satisfﬁction. He immediately began making plans
to selze Gafsa. The attackiné force was organized and
consisted of the followihg: Company "E" the parachute company,
one infentry company {(which had been flown into the Youks les
Bains Airdrome as reenforcements for the paratroops); Company

"B" of the 70lst TD Battalion which had Jjust arrived by road

from Alglers via Constentine; a small detachment of The Chasseur

d' Afr gue on motorcyckés and armored cars and four P-38 air-

(27) B-3 Ch 14; (28) B~7, p. &
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craft. Transportetion for the attascking force waé gathered
from several official and unofficial sources.

The Provisional Task Forée departed from Youks les
Bains- about dark and reached the viqinity of Gafsa about dawn
the foilowing morning. It was considered very probable that
eneﬁy alr power would attack at daybreak, due to Germsn air
superiority in the area. The columnISPread cut behind the
hills about a_mile'from the city. The terrain between the
hills and Gérsa is bare and level except for a few erosion
cuts. |

At exactly one minute to seven, four P-38's burst into
view and strgffed the enemy positions. Under cover of the
straffing aircraft, the tank.déstroyafs moved across the open
grdund with the foot trbops fol;owing cloéely behind. As the
P~38's disappeared the tank destroyers and infantry encountered
machine gun and fifle fire. The 75-mm guns, the 50 caliber
machine guns and the 37-mm antitank'guns pius smalli arms fire
from the infantry troops proved to be two hot for the Germen
forces, Most of the enemy's mabhine guns and antitaﬁk weapons

were knocked out in the first phase of the fight. The enemy

withdrew and Gafsa fell to the Allies. (29)
EL GUETTAR
Immecaiately after the occupation of Gafsa, a French

motorcycle patrolman rushed up to Headguarters and reported

that a F:anch armored car had contacted enemy tanks followed
(29) B-3, p. 100-102
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by an armored column was approachiag El Guettaer. El Guettar
was a small oasis town only tWelvq miles beyond Gafsa (see
Map C). Colonel Raff orﬁered the tank destroyers and infantry
to "mount up" and the column proceeded toward El Guettar. The
réconnaissance unit, mounted on l/a;ton trﬁcks ﬁg:; fired upon
by enemy tanks as they neared the oasis. -6ne enemy btenk &t a
range. of approximately 3000 yards exposed itself momentarily
while trying to improve its firing position. Lp Edson, a
platoon leader of the tenk destroyer battalion knocked tihe
tanks out with an AP shell from his 75-mm self proPelléd gun.,
Another ﬁank appeared and was hit almost immedistely. All

the other tanks made a hasty withdrawal into El1 Guettar with
the tank destroyers and paratroops in close pursuit. The

engagement was called to a halt due to the approach of.darknéss

and the tank destroyer--infantry team was ordered back to Gafsa.

Five enemy medium tanks were destroyed and four wers abandoned
by the enemy about 20 miles beyond El Guettar due to mechanical
failﬁre caused by hits received in the battlé. {30)

From French Headquarters in Bou Chebka,. near Tehessa;
came fhe report that an enemy column comsisting of 15 tanks,
six truck-towed 88-mm guns plus some motorized infentry had
reached Sbfetla. This meant that if the column continued

it would very quickly reach Thelepte and the French were
)

almost positive that the column would turn north toward Tebessa. -

v

{Bee Map C) (31)

(30} B-3, p. 107-109; {31) B-3, p. 106
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A small force of tank destroyers and one platoon of para-
troopers was organized and ordered to proceed to Ferianne
with the mission to destroy all enemy tanks in the vicinity
of Télepte. ‘The column started out ébout 1000 or shortly
after the engagement aﬁ El Guettar. The parstroops were
almos; exhgusted from approximately two day maneuvering and
fighting without rest or sleep. The rations consisted of -
the "K" type. The tank dssproyers were badly in need of
maintenance in that no attention had been given them since
the vehicles departed from Algiers for Tnnisia. The force
proceeded toward Ferlanna arriving about 0200 the following
morning. No enemy was encountered. The tropps were able to
get about four hours of much needed rest. (32)

SBIETLA

At deawn, the troops somewhat refreshed, continued the
search for the enemy column. No sign was seen of any énemy
as 'ﬁhey passed through Tnelépt'e going toward Sbeitla. The
vicinity of Sbeitla was reached at approximately mid-day.
The columﬁ was halted and & patrol was sent forward. Thq

pairol refurned with the report that enemy'&ctivity waé ob-

| served in and around Sheitla. Enemy infantry were seen digging
in on the reverse slope just at the edge of town.

Captain Ellmen, Company Commandér of the tank destroyer
company, saw the advantgge of a guick attack and ordered the

tank destroyers to lead the attack and the paratroops to foilow
(32) B-3, p. 109

19

58



closely behind. As the attack was launched over the tdp

of a ridge and déwn the slope to the partially dug-in
positions; about every gun the eneﬁg haed opened fire. Enemy
light teanks appeared from behind the city and opened fire.
One~half track tank destroyer was hit and stopﬁed. Lt Edson .
Vagain distinguished himself by teking over as gunner and
knocking out two light tanks from the stilled vehicle. The
paratroops and tank destroyers mede & very bold advance with
fire end movement straight toward the enemy positions. As
soon as the attacker's were within accurate firing distance
of the enemy positions, white flags begen to appear. The
attackers préoeeded with caution, and fired just enough to
keep the chemy down. As the posiﬁions were reached the cnemy
begen filing out of their fox holes to surrender. A few
enemy iiachine gunners continued firing after the majority of
the others had surrendered. They could not see and did not
know the s£atus of the battle due to the practice of lying
prone in & protective trench and only exﬁose one hand to
reach up and‘pull the trigger. The result was that) almost
all the eneﬁy machine gun fire was fired into empty space and
was most ineffective. |

The Sbeitla engagement proved to be very beneflcial %o

the small force of American troops. Apprdximately one hpndred
prisoners were captured and 12 light tanks destroyed. The

booty consisted of all the weapons for an entire company with

stores of ammunition and hand grenades. The items praised
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most.highly by the paratroops were food and wine. The

enemy company kitchen was seized just about the time the

noon meal was ready to serve, Two practically new enemy
trucks and a large stack of blankets plus a store of rations
were additional p:izes for the paratroops. With plenty of
good food, some sleep with blankets to keep warm, and trans-
portation, the morale of Couwpany "E" was lifted considerably.
Everyone became aggressive and was more determined to "have
it out" with the enemy. (33) Sbletla Qas turned over to a
unit of French troops for defense and the paratrdop--tank
destroyer team was pulled back to Ferianna. Colonel Raff

had established a command post in Ferianna and had assembled
a force to be used as a mobile reserve. French troops were
used to defend Gafsa, Sbietla and other important points in
the area. There was no established line between the friendly
and enemy forces. Had there been a line, the smell handfqi of
Arverican and enemy forces could have_occupied but a small
fraction of it. The mobile reserve was organized solely for
ﬁit and run clashes with the enermy, to keep hlm off balance,

confused, and to keep him from occupying and fortifying atv

eny certain point. The enemy certainly believed the opposing

force to be much stronger than it actually was. It was hard
‘for the enany to believe that the troops encountered at El

Guettar were the same troops that beat them the very next
(33) B-3, p. 111
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day in Sbietla. To ‘the mobile reserve was added one battalion
from the 26th Infantry commanded by Lt Col Bowen. (34)

FAID PASS

Faid Pass {see Map D), one of the four main doors through
the mountain range (see Map C, D), into Allied territory was
the next scene of action. The enemy had occupied the important
pass for several days and was believed to be pretty strongly
fortified. With the use of patrols and from Arabs and French
intelligepce sources it was learned that the camel trail pass
called Ain Rebou five miles south of-Faid Pass was heavily
mined but not occupied. | |

It was decided to attack,on-B December 1942. The plan
in brief, was as follows: The tank destroyers with infaﬁtry
woﬁld move undef cover of darkness through Ain Rebou Pass
and move along the eastern base of the mountains and attack
- the enemy from the rear. The light platoon of tank déstroyers
with 37-mm guns was to protect the rear and the right fiank.
It was believed the'element of surprise would be completely
achieved. Just before the attack began, a company of Algerian
Tirailleurs was attached to the force. (35)

The'minas‘weré removed frﬁm Ain Rebou Pass and the entire
force passed through during the night of 2 December 1942Z. A
French guide was employeﬁ to find the eastern end of Faid Pass

for the attackers. Some difficulty was encountered in locating

(34) B-3, p. 113, 127. Personal; (35) B-3, p. 126, 128
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‘vthe exact spot during darkness and deylight caught the

attacking forces in the open and within artillsry range of

the defenders. Surprise was lost. The enemy held off the
attack by fire until his pogition was changed for defense frqm
both east and west. The!yuick blow on the enémy turned out

t0o be a slow and difficult attack. (36) Company "E" of
paratroops were brought u§ as a reserve to be used in a possible
night attack. (37)

The battle for the Pass continued for three days without
much progress. Most of the enemy artiliery and mortars werse
destroyed and a night atteipt to resupply By air iﬁdicated that
the enemy were gettling low on ammunition and supplies.l One
bold attempt was made by the enemy to resupply the posifion in
daylight. About a squadron of Ju 88 bombers were used to bomb
and strafe the allied force, while a supply column moved down
the main highway to the pass. ?gg 50 caliber machine gun
mounted on the half'tracks proved to be considerably effective
against the aircraft. The planes were driven off before the
resupply column could reach the pass. The column was forced to
retreat. Although the plan to resupply falled, the enemy air-
craft did heavy damage to\the attacking troops and equipment. '

At 1500 on the fourth day it was decided that a coordinated

attack would be made on the pass. A French artillery battalion

was placed in position east of the pass. The infantry battalion

(36) B-3, p. 132-133; (37) B-3, p. 133
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commanded by Lt Col Bowen had beeﬁ successful in working
‘north‘up the ridge of mountains to within about 400 yards of
the enemy positions. A company of fresh Algerian Tirailleurs
~were in position to assault up the west side of the mountain
chain and the paraéhute company on the east side. The fdot
troops moved from covered positions in the foot hilis under

a heavy artillery and mortar barrage across the open ground
toward the enemy positions. Machine gun and rifle fire from
the heights overlooking the enemy position was deliverea by
Colonel Bowen's battalion. The supporting.fires were SO
intense and effective that the paratroopers and the firailleurs‘
were ablé to advance within 50 yards of the enemy positions
without receiving any effective fire. As the supporting
fires lifted, the assault was made with bayonets and greneades.
The enemy was quickly.overwhelmed and Faid Pass fell to the
Allies. Allied logses totalled about one hundred killed and

wounded. About 200 enemy, mostly members of Rommel's Afrika

Corps were captured. The responsibility for the defense of
pass was turned over to French troops. |

With the fall of Faid Pass all routes through to the
mountain renge in Southern Tunisia belonged to the Allles.

The security of these mountain passes was.essential to Rommel's
Afrika Corps for s successful retreat up the eastern coast of
Tunisia. The passes were eqqally important to Allled forces
‘because withouf them no attack could be made on axis forces

. farther to the east.
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With the use of a small number of paratroops, important
airfields in Southern Tunisiea were secured; French troops
were contacted and found to be friendly, all important passes
leading into Southern Tunisia were seized and the whole of
Southern Tunisia west of the range of mountains was made
secure for future Allied operations. (38)

ANALYSIS AND CRITICISM

In analyzihg the operations discussed in this monograph,
it is easy to point out erfors made by the 509th Parachute
Battalion that were made purely due to the absence of experience
in combat. Since the battalion was the first parachute unit
to be committed in the history of the army, & gresat maﬁy ideas
were tried for the first time, aﬁd the ideas or principle®
that were workable snd sound were handed down tq other air-
borne units for succeeding.operations.

It was detefmined that a parachute operatioﬁ rTeguires
a very detailed amount of training, planning and rehearsals
with both the parachute unit and the troop carrier unit.

If the pilots, who made the flight from England to Africa

had been proficient in night flying over strange territory,
the Parachute Battalion would not have been scattered over a
wide area on the morning of 8 November 1942. If all personnel

of an airborne unit are not delivered to the proper place, the

effect on the combat efficiency of the unit{ can be compared

{38) Personal
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to that of an infaniry unit that has already been "cut to
ribbons" from previous employuent. Troop carrier units should
definitely rehearse thier particular phase of all airborne
missions.

Security measures must be doubly stressed when planning
for an airborne attack. Eﬁery kKnown éecurity'caution was
taken in the training and planning phases of the African
invasion; fet, it is believed the enemy was aware that the
mission was coming off. The drop zomnes to be used were well
defended with machine gun énd artillery fire. It is believed
that the mission had little chance of success even if the Air
Corps had made the proper delivery.

Every important point in the operation was well oovered
during the ﬁrep&ration eand training phase, but in thé opgration‘
itself there was no alternate planm. .Arrangements should have
been made to warn the battalion while in the air that the war
plan was in effect instead of the peace plan. The personnel
should havs been instructad in what to do in case of becoming
lost and forced to land at separate loecations.

The distance of fifteen hundred miles is too great for
successfﬁl airborne operations., Arrangements should have been
made o shuttle the battalion to Gibraltar and the operation
conducted from there. Loﬁg distences causes a higher margin
for errors and brings about unéxpeéted conditions. The 509th

Battalion was moved from a cool, humid climate overnight to

an extremely hot and dry climete. The necessary changes in
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dress of the troops were not nade. A very large percentage
‘of the men became casualties in the Sebkra due to climatic
change.

| Tréop carrier aircraft are very vulnerable to enemy air
attack. Fighter escbrt shoﬁld always be used when moving by
air inﬁo enemy terrain duriné daylight. Had there been proper
fighter escort, Company "E" would not have been shot down by
encmy fighters in the desert.

The quick usge of airborne troops to secure the airfields
and key terrain features in Tunisia comtributed immensely to
the speedy ending of these Tunisian Campaizns. If tﬁe enemy
hed contained the important objectives in Southern Tunisia
first, cthe whole campaign would have been prolonged? Ajr-
borne troops proved to be very valuable for gquick and unfore-
seen actions, and for use against objectives well out of rénge
of ground units, |
| When on the ground, parachute units are not as strong
as similar ground units. The lack of tramsportation facilities,
supporting arms and resupply mskes parachute units incapable of
sustained combat. The health of the men in Company "E" in
Tunisia was greatly sffected because of the lack of adeguate
food and protective facilities. The laek of ;ood caused
conditions such as dysentery, bad teeth, and low morale. The
lack of shelter, bedding, and changes of shoes and clothing
accounted for many of ﬁhe colds, parasites and diseases common

in the unit. A mors extranecus effort should have been made

in caring for the men's welfare.
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The attack of Garfsa with the coordinated efforts of
armor, infantfy, and air was a good example of the necessity
fdr the combined cooperation of the various arms. The small
scale attack proved that coordinatlon can be achieved at a
low level and with small units.

The bold attacks made by Company "E" against the enemy
over long distancés contributed favorably in keeping the enemy
in a state of confusion and entirely off balance. The practice
of attacking at dusk in El Guettar and at dawn in Sbietla
confused the enemy into believing the attacking force was
strong, and inade him enlarge his commitments.

The enemy failed to realize the importance of covering
his mine fields by fire in the defense of Faid. The use of
- lines aslone will not guard anything. Our troops successfully
removed the mines at Ain Rebou Pass end attacked the enemy
from the rear. The element of surprise wﬁuld have been achieved
in the atfack of the enemy rear at Faid if the unit had been
experience in ﬁight movements. The objective was not reached
before light sppeared and consegquently the snemy was permitted
to éhift his positions for defense to the rear.

Although the units discussed in this.monograph made many
errors and suffered éeveral unnecessary losses, the results
achieved were profitable. The lessons learned were extremely

valuable in subsequent airborne operations.
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iESSONS LEARNSD

1. A;qurne units and troop carrier units ﬁust closely
_Egprdinate training and preparations for an airborne opera-
tion.

2. A greater emphasis on security measures 1s necessary
rprlairborne oPerationggthan forlregﬁlar infantry operations.

3. Air assaults over vast distances are extremely
difficult to carry out, and the acute climatic changes must
be compensated for.

4. Troops should not be allowed to Move by air during
daylight in enemy terrain without adequate escort by fighter
ajroraft.

5« It is necesssary that several alternate plans be made
in planning for an airborne 6peration. If the first plan does
not wak, there isrno chance té call a halt‘énd reconasider.

6. ‘A%?borne troops are very effective for the rapid
selzure of importent installations or key terrain features.

7. The'use of armor-infantry teams with air cooperation
¢en be achieved at a low level in organization.

| 8., Airborne troops are not equipped for sustained combat
unlesé t;e necessary heavy equipment is brought forward after
the drop.

9. Thq_bold attack is often the payoff against superior
Egzggs, When the ﬁnexpected is achieved, the enemy is usually
confused.

10. "Green troops" beeame'combat édapted very gquickiy

when subjected to enemy fire.
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